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Ishmael begins his fatal voyage aboard the Pequod on De-
cember 25; and there is a fitting irony in the fact that on the
day that celebrates the birth of the Saviour of mankind, the
Pequod should sail forth to slay Moby-Dick, the monstrous
symbol and embodiment of unconquerable evil.

That Dana's book should have fired Melville to an impetuous
and romantic jaunt to the South Seas, though an ill-favoured
statement, is Stedman's very own. When a boy concludes the
Christmas holidays by a mid-winter plunge into the filthy and
shabby business of whaling; when a young man inaugurates
the year not among the familiar associations of the gods of
his hearth, but among semi-barbarous strangers of the fore-
castle of a whaler: to make such a shifting of whereabouts a
sign of jolly romantic exuberance, is engagingly naive in its
perversity.

Just what specific circumstances were the occasion of Mel-
ville's escape into whaling will probably never be known: what
burst of demoniac impulse, either of anger, or envy, or spite;
what gnawing discontent; what passionate disappointment;
what crucifixion of affection; what blind impetuosity; what
sinister design. But in the light of his writings and the
known facts of his life it seems likely that his desperate transit
was made in the mid-winter of his discontent. That the read-
ing of Dana's book should have filled his head with a mere
adolescent longing for brine-drenched locomotion and sent him
gallantly off to sea is a surmise more remarkable for simplic-
ity than insight.

Melville never wearies of iterating his "itch for things re-
mote." Like Thoreau, he had a "naturally roving disposi-
tion/' and of the two men it is difficult to determine which
achieved a wider peregrination. It was Thoreau's proud boast:
"I have travelled extensively in Concord." He believed that
Concord, with its sylvan environment, was a microcosm "by
the study of which the whole world could be comprehended,"
and so, this wildest of civilised men seldom strayed beyond its
familiar precincts. His was a heroic provincialism, that cost
him little loss either in worldliness or in wisdom. Though his
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